
The Cost of Burning Trash
Human and Ecological Impacts of incineration in Minnesota

Minnesota (MN) has the third highest number of Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) 
incinerators in the United States, with seven incinerators. The cost of burning 
trash in municipal incinerators are significant to human and ecological health, and 
expensive for community members and municipalities. 

EJ Community
Non-EJ Community

1   Polk County Solid Waste Resource Recovery 
Facility
(Fosston)

2   Perham Resource Recovery Facility
(Perham)

3   Pope/Douglas Waste-to-Energy Facility
(Alexandria)

4   Hennepin Energy Resource Center
(Mineapolis)

5   Xcel Energy - Red Wing Steam Plant
(Red Wing)

6   Olmsted Waste-to-Energy Facility
(Rochester)

7   Xcel Energy - Wilmarth Plant
(Mankato)

This map shows 
Minnesota MSW 
incinerators and their 
location in environmental 
justice (EJ) communities 
(low-income or 
communities of color 
disproportionately 
impacted by 
environmental burdens 
and pollution).1 
Incinerators are often 
located in communities 
which face cumulative 
impacts from multiple 
sources of pollution. In 
MN, 6 of the 7 MSW 
incinerators are located in 
an EJ community, within a 
three-mile radius. 

VISUALIZING THE COST

The Cost to THE PLANET

Waste incineration releases significant greenhouse gases into the atmosphere contributing to climate 
change. In 2018, MSW incinerators in the U.S. emitted 11 million tons of carbon dioxide and are 
nearly as carbon-intensive as burning coal.2  Despite these contributions to air and climate pollution, 
incinerators have tried to re-brand as “waste-to-energy” facilities, and in some states, lobbying has 
earned renewable energy status and taxpayer-funded subsidies, which helps keep them afloat. This 
preferential treatment uses money and resources that could be going towards true clean energy like 
solar and wind.3

In Minnesota, burning MSW is considered a renewable energy source according to their Renewable 
Portfolio Standard (RPS).4 The MN RPS gives incinerators access to renewable energy subsidies funded 
through taxpayer dollars that contribute to the profitability of this dirty industry. These MN policies 
must change. 

Incineration companies often enter into long-term (up to 30 years) contracts with local municipalities 
that enforce delivery of a set amount of trash (called a put-or-pay contract) with the threat of a 
financial penalty for the town if the requirement is not met. Incineration contracts may:

• Lock communities into waste incineration and decades of air pollution and carbon emissions 
• Disincentivize the transition to recycling, composting, and zero waste
• Threaten the fiscal stability of communities by incineration industry debt and lawsuits

In spite of serious environmental and health risks associated with burning trash, renewable energy 
subsidies allow states and localities to promote incineration as an “environmentally-sound” way to 
manage waste.    



THE COST TO HUMAN HEALTH

 MSW incinerators are large 
emitters of toxic air pollutants that are 
detrimental to human health. Burning 
consumer waste emits many toxins such 
as heavy metals, dioxins, lead, mercury, 
nitrogen oxides (NOx), and Particulate 
Matter (PM). People living close to these 
facilities are exposed through inhalation 
or through contaminated food and water. 
These toxins are linked to a variety 
of problems including asthma, heart 
disease, miscarriage, stillbirth, kidney 
disease, high blood pressure, and lung 
disease. Notably, long-term exposure to 
PM has been shown to increase the risk 
of death from Covid-19.5

 The Cost to 
Minnesotans’ Health

338,454 people live within a 
three-mile radius of Minnesota’s 
seven incinerators, and are 
exposed to constant streams of 
toxic air pollution. Particulate 
Matter 2.5, lead and mercury 
are three of the most dangerous 
pollutants emitted from 
incinerators. Hennepin Energy 
Resource Center, in downtown 
Minneapolis, is the largest MSW 
incinerator in the state burning 
1,200 tons of waste per day 
and is located beside North 
Minneapolis where many of 
the city’s Black population has 
been segregated by decades of 
discriminatory policies.6

• In 2017, Hennepin was the 
largest emitter of both PM2.5 
and mercury. 

•  Polk County Resource 
Recovery emitted the largest 
amount of lead at 131 lbs. 
Exposure to lead is particularly 
worrisome for children and 
can seriously affect mental 
and physical development. 



Air Pollutant Emissions for MN Incinerators (2017)
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Non EJ-Community

The Cost to Minnesotans’ Wallet

In addition to paying more for healthcare due to a higher “pollution burden”, residents 
in MN may also pay more to have waste burned instead of landfilled. The U.S. Energy 
Information Administration reports that burning trash in MSW incinerators is the 
most expensive way to make energy.7

• The average tipping fee in MN to an incinerator is $83.20/ton compared to an 
average cost of $63.52/ton for landfilling waste in the state.8

• In 2017, Washington and Ramsey Counties announced a decision to burn all waste, 
which resulted in a 10% increase for customers’ trash bills.9  

• Both incineration and landfilling are more expensive than zero waste solutions 
such as reducing waste, recycling, and composting. 

JOIN THE FIGHT
Help Eliminate Incineration to protect Minnesotan’s health, environment, and hard-earned money. 
Advocate for Zero Waste Solutions that minimize municipal waste streams and conserve resources 
through responsible production, consumption, reuse and recovery without burning: 

- End disposal in incinerators and landfills
- Utilize minimum recycled content standards in manufacturing processes
- Invest in infrastructure to recover maximum resources for reuse, recycling and composting
- Ensure community involvement in any state zero waste plan

To learn more, check out GAIA’s Zero Waste Master Plan

Join a Community Group to close MSW incinerators, please contact:
Minnesota BIPOC Environmental & Climate Justice Table at no.incinerators@gmail.com 

EJ-Community

https://zerowasteworld.org/zwmp/
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with Moja Robisnon in November 2020. 

GAIA is a worldwide alliance of more than 800 grassroots groups, non-governmental organizations, and 
individuals in over 90 countries whose ultimate vision is a just, toxic-free world without incineration. 
www.no-burn.org

The Tishman Environment and Design Center integrates bold design, policy and social justice 
approaches to tackle the climate crisis and advance environmental justice.
www.tishmancenter.org


